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along with head loads of baggage, including bedding for the train and enough kit for an Everest expedition.
The rapture of youth made every move an eager adventure. I vividly remember the train journey to Ajmere, my first experience of living in a Dak bungalow at Nasirabad (a sort of Government-maintained hostel for travelling sahibs), the Officers' Club, the Colonel, and the station memsahibs. I had moments of blushing embarrassment. Once, when I heard an aircraft droning over, I jumped on a borrowed bicycle and pedalled furiously down the straight dusty road to an improvised landing ground. The chain jumped off, and, getting mixed up with the spokes, ripped several of them out. I landed in the grit, tore my trousers, and sat there staring lugubriously at the wreck.
Then I heard a car and leapt into the middle of the road to flag it. Unhappily for me it contained the Colonel—the cantonment God. He informed me coldly that the aircraft was not MacLaren's but merely a Bristol fighter that had flown over from Delhi to bring a Group Captain. Then he went on and I dolefully pushed the machine back to the Dak bungalow, feeling heavily snubbed.
MacLaren did not arrive. Instead a telegram came for the Colonel saying that he had made a forced landing on the edge of the Sind desert at an obscure little place called Parlu, some miles from Jodhpur. I pleaded with the Group Captain to take me there in his Bristol fighter, though secretly I was terrified at the idea. To my intense relief he refused because, he said, the landing would be tricky. He filled the fighter with tinned provisions and bottles of beer. Then he took off' on a trial flight round the airfield. Unfortunately his prediction, about the landing was somewhat prematurely fulfilled. Something went wrong. As he attempted to land the undercarriage seemed to crumple up and the machine momentarily disappeared in a cloud of dust. I rushed up expecting to find a corpse. The Group Captain was lifting himself coolly out of the cockpit, flicking dust off his trousers and looking at his watch: " What time's the next train to Delhi? " he asked.
I myself set off for Parlu, though I had not the remotest idea how I could get there. The journey turned out to be